Papanicolaou smear quality assurance: providing feedback to physicians.
The effective management of Papanicolaou (Pap) smears depends on the reliability and accuracy of obtaining and interpreting the specimen. Provider sampling error is one of the important factors contributing to inadequate specimens. Feedback on provider performance may be an effective way to improve the quality of Pap smears. A pilot study in a university-based residency program involving resident and faculty physicians was initiated to assess the impact of feedback on performance of Pap smears. After establishing adequacy and inadequacy criteria and recording adequacy rates for 3 months, individual and group feedback was implemented. No formal educational intervention on Pap smear technique was undertaken. The quality of 836 Pap smears performed by 9 faculty and 13 resident physicians showed continued improvement in both sampling and slide preparation to 90% adequacy over a 9-month period. This improvement, though clinically useful, was not statistically significant owing to the relatively small numbers of smears performed by each physician. This form of feedback may be useful in both practice and educational settings. Feedback without any formal educational intervention led to a clinically useful trend of improvement in the quality of Pap smears, which has been sustained since the study began. This type of simple feedback may be useful in practice settings and particularly valuable in pinpointing areas for improvement for learners in residency programs.